Introduction
It is generally recognized that trade is essential for growth and that growth is critical for poverty reduction. International trade flourishes on the comparative advantage that economies propose, as upbeat players in the world market. [1] While Ricardo laid down the basic tenets of comparative advantage, Balassa (1965) developed the concept of revealed comparative advantage (RCA). The term thus connotes the idea, that countries specialize and export items, which they can produce at lower cost in comparison to the world. In Balassa's (1986) view, the comparative advantage that a country enjoys primarily depends on its physical and human capital endowments. Moreover, trade orientation also impacts an economies advantage, vis-à-vis the other countries. Hence, as a country traverses the road to development, its comparative advantage is expected to 'shift'. Accumulation of human and physical capital and a change in the trade policies alters the comparative advantage of the various sectors of the economy. India embraced the path of liberalization in the early nineties. A gradual opening of the economy and withdrawal of trade barriers were the natural offshoots of the policy option hitherto chosen. With the withering away of 'protectionist' policies, the trade pattern of India is likely to march in the direction of its comparative advantage. Thus, this forms the basic motivation for the study. As the regionalization efforts of international trade gets intensified due to limited progress at the multilateral trade negotiations, India is making serious regional engagements to consolidate its trade positions. India BIMSTEC Free Trade Agreement (IBFTA) generated intense discussion on the economic impact on India's trade in goods particularly on certain agricultural sectors where the livelihood of large number of people were depended upon. In this context the paper tries to study the nature of RCA of BIMSTEC countries for 16 major commodity groups as indicated by WTO from 1997-98 to 2012-13. The paper also studies the changes of RCA of BIMSTEC countries for 16 major commodity groups from 1997-98 to 2012-13.
In the Indian context, Batra and Khan (2005) assessed the RCA index at the 2 and 6-digit level of HS classification. They compared India's comparative advantage with that of China, and also studied the RCA for each of the countries individually. The study constructed the RCA index of India and China for the years 2000 and 2003, thereby enabling it to focus on the change in the structure of comparative advantage in the latter period. The authors also examined comparative advantage of the two countries according to factor intensity using the Standard International Trade Classification (SITC). This was done with the aim of assessing whether India's comparative advantage is in labour and resource-intensive items or in technology and science based manufactures. The study does not find any structural change in the comparative advantage of the two countries, except for some sectors within manufacturing. India and China enjoyed a competitive relationship in chemicals and mineral and metal manufactures, while a complimentary relation was observed in labour and resource intensive items such as textile yarn and apparel. [7] 
Methodology
The concept of revealed comparative advantage (Balassa 1965 (Balassa , 1977 (Balassa , 1979 (Balassa , 1986 pertains to the relative trade performance of individual countries in particular commodities. Measures of revealed comparative advantage (RCA) have been used to help assess a country's export potential. The RCA indicates whether a country is in the process of extending the products in which it has a trade potential, as opposed to situations in which the number of products that can be competitively exported is static. It can also provide useful information about potential trade prospects with new partners. A product with high RCA is competitive and can be exported to countries with low RCA. Countries with similar RCA profiles are unlikely to have high bilateral trade intensities unless intra industry trade is involved. RCA measures, if estimated at high levels of product disaggregation, can focus attention on other non-traditional products that might be successfully exported. The RCA index of country 'i' for product 'j' is often measured by the product's share in the country's exports in relation to its share in world trade.
( X ij /X it ) RCA ij = ( X wj /X wt )
Where Xij and Xwj are the values of country i's exports of product j and world exports of product j and where Xit and Xwt refer to the country's total exports and world total exports. A value of less than unity implies that the country has a revealed comparative disadvantage in the product. Similarly, if the index exceeds unity, the country is said to have a revealed comparative advantage in the product.
In the present study RCA is calculated for seven BIMSTEC countries across 16 major commodity groups for 16 years to identify specific advantage in trade. 
Nature of RCA
The Table 1 gives the mean Revealed Comparative Advantage (RCA) of BIMSTEC countries and India for the period 1997-98 and 2012-13 for 16 product categories. The mean RCA for agricultural commodity is above one for Myanmar and Sri Lanka whereas it is below one for India, Bangladesh, Nepal, Bhutan and Thailand. The mean RCA for food item is above one for India only. Textiles are labour intensive sector with high employment potential and most of the developing countries of Asia depend on their export to earn their foreign exchange. India traditionally exports large quantity of Textile products and has revealed significant Comparative Advantage. Most of the BIMSTEC countries have low RCA showing the complementarity existing in the sector and they can trade more with India and Bangladesh for their requirement. But the dismantling of MFA (Multi Fibre Agreement) bring in strong players like China dominating the market and India need to equip itself to take care of this advantage.
[9] There is increased competition in the clothing sector between India and Bangladesh as these countries having strong comparative advantage. The mean RCA in this product category for India (1.47) and Bangladesh (2.16) are high and these countries are major exporters of clothing to the rest of the BIMSTEC nations. India is also a major exporter of clothing and there is limited complementarity between India and BIMSTEC countries for increased trade in this sector.
Changes In RCA
The RCA for agricultural commodity of India in 1997-98 was 0.74. It has increased to 0.79 in Table 2 : RCA OF INDIA 1998-99. In 1999-00 the RCA for agricultural commodity of India was 0.82. The RCA for agricultural commodity of India was less than one from 1997-98 to 2012-13.For Food items the RCA of India was less than one before 2000-01.But after that it has increased upto 2008-09. India is the second largest producer of food, just behind China. Before 2000, the activities of food processing sector in India were mainly limited to the food preservation, packaging and transportation. However, after 2000, with the emergence of new markets and technologies, the sector has extended its scope. It has started producing many new items like ready to eat food, beverages, processed and frozen fruit and vegetable products, marine and meat products, etc . [10] The RCA for fuels and mining was less than 1 from 2000 to 2012-13. The mining sector in the last couple of years has been hit hard due to policy paralysis on a whole gamut of issues, irrespective whether they are in the domain of the Centre of the States. As a result mining projects across the country has remained stalled owing to court cases, environmental, regulatory and land acquisition issues. The sector has also been reeling under high borrowing costs. Moreover, despite India's significant geological potential, the country does not rank very high in terms of its mineral resource base amongst similarly geological endowed nations. There is significant mineral potential that still lay untapped in India for the growth of mining but historically, mining sector has struggled to exploit the potential due to three big factors i.e. regulatory and administrative procedures, inadequate infrastructure facilities and sustainability.
[11]The RCA for manufacturing goods of India has been fluctuating over the years. The main export market for Indian manufacturing goods was the US and Western Europe. Within Western Europe, Germany and UK are two of the most important export markets. The Middle East is also a key destination for Indian goods with the UAE in particular a major market for Indian gems and jewellery, engineering goods . [12] During the recession of 2000-01 and 2008-09 India's export to these countries has got affected. On the other hand India's neighbouring countries has got benefited from this. The RCA for Iron and steel was high for most of the years. India is being increasingly considered an attractive global alternative for creation of new steel capacities. Iron ore exports are higher than the domestic consumption by steel plants in India. Attractiveness of India as an investment destination emerges largely from the fact that India has large reserves of Iron ore, the basic raw material required for steel production. The RCA for chemicals products was more than 1 from 1997-98 to 2012-13 in India. Growing disposable incomes and increasing urbanization are fuelling the end consumption demand for paints, textiles, adhesives and construction, which, in turn, leads to substantial growth opportunity for chemicals companies. Chemicals constitute 5.4% of India's total exports. India already has a strong presence in the export market in the sub-segments of dyes, pharmaceuticals and agro chemicals. In case of textiles the RCA for India is very high over the years. Because India is the second largest producer, after China, of textiles and garments. India is also second largest producer of cotton in the world. This is due to Long textile tradition, Large pool of skilled and cheap work force, Entrepreneurial skills, Efficient multi-fiber raw material manufacturing capacity, Large domestic market, Enormous export potential, Very low import content, Flexible textile manufacturing systems. The RCA for agricultural commodity of Bangladesh is less than 1 over the years. This is because agricultural productivity remains low. However, a major difficulty is that of securing regular water supply. A solution to this issue is not entirely in the hands of policy-makers since much depends on how the issue of sharing the water resources of the major common rivers with India is resolved. The RCA for agricultural commodity is not so high over the years. From various research papers it has been found that it is due to the large number of very small suppliers and a complex and irregular system of intermediaries.
[13] The RCA for pharmaceutical products is also very low. It is due to lack of power supply and gas. Companies are not able to provide instant power supply which hampers the production quality. Energy cost of pharmaceuticals industry is too high. There is also lack of raw materials and drug testing laboratory. [14] Bangladesh chemical industry is of key importance from the point of view of domestic industries i.e. it caters to various industries and has a high potential of growth in the Bangladesh market. So far because of high demand in the domestic market itself, most of the chemical producers were focused on meeting domestic demand rather than exports.
[15] Bangladesh's textile industry, which includes knitwear and ready-made garments along with specialized textile products, is the nation's number one export earner, accounting for $21.5 billion in 2013 -80% of Bangladesh's total exports of $27 billion. Bangladesh is 2nd in world textile exports, behind China, which exported $120.1 billion worth of textiles in 2009. The textile and clothing sector in Bangladesh is by far the main and most important industry (consisting of 85.9% of total exports). Very low wages and trade deals with Western countries have helped Bangladesh to emerge as the world's second-largest garment exporter after China, with 60% of its clothes going to Europe and 23% to the US. Bangladesh has 5 000 textile and garment factories and 4 million textile workers.
[16] population live in rural areas and much of the nation's wealth is generated there. Firstly, Myanmar is blessed with abundant natural resources such as fertile land and water resources which provide the right environment for agribusiness development and domestic food production. It is also geopolitically well positioned between China and India, two of the largest food and beverage consuming nations in the world, and accessible to the rest of South East Asia. This means the potential for local food production and trade is significant, which is crucial to Myanmar's overall economic development, given agriculture accounts for almost 50 per cent of GDP and 75 per cent of Myanmar's workforce .
[17] Burma's mining industry suffered a steady decline because no new mines were developed while many of the old mines were left to deteriorate without the much needed renovation in the past years.
[18] Sri Lanka introduced liberalizing economic policies including low tariff structure, removing nontariff barriers, and relaxing exchange rates in 1977. Actually, it was the first country to implement free trade among South Asian countries. Historically, Sri Lanka has been an agricultural economy where agriculture accounted for more than 50% of the total GDP. The RCA for agricultural commodity of Nepal was less than one from 1997-98 to 2009-10. Only in 2010-11 the RCA was 1.89.Because Nepal was an agricultural country. But for the last one decade in Nepal agricultural production has come down. Then in 2009-10 Nepal govt has focused on irrigation, the use of fertilisers and insecticides and the provision of credit.It has also helped to increase food production. That's why the rca for food items has increased from 2009-10.
[22] The RCA for machinery & transport equipment, office & tel equipments, EDP and office equipments, tel. equipments, manufacture, iron & steel, chemicals was low in Nepal over the years. This is because frequent changes of govt. and instable political situation, lack of capital, slow infrastructure development, and shortage of machinery equipments and technologies.
[23] For textiles and clothing the rca for Nepal was also low over the years except 2009-10, 2010-11 and 2011-12. The RCA for agricultural commodity of Bhutan was less than one from 1997-98 to 2012-13.The RCA for all the major commodity was less than one for Nepal except chemicals in 2010-11,2011-12, and 2012-13.Because Bhutan is poor resource country. In the economic policy area, the performance of public enterprises needed improvement. Most of the country's large-scale firms were in the public sector, and many of these enterprises either were protected or subsidized, which inhibited their efficiency. Most public enterprises also lacked a sound financial footing. More than fifty public enterprises dominated major sectors of the economy. These enterprises included energy, basic utilities, oil, telecommunications, water supply, cement, jute, tobacco, and sugar. Some of these enterprises, for example, the Agricultural Inputs Corporation and the Bhutan Food Corporation, incurred losses year after year.
[24] Bhutan suffered, however, from technology deficits, as well as fro shortfalls in its literacy rate, basic science education, and technical training. Although there had been some progress in raising the literacy rate, properly trained technicians remained in short supply. [ The RCA for agricultural commodity of Thailand is less than one because soil throughout most of the country is of low fertility, largely as a result of leaching by heavy rainfall. Differences between the various soil types are the result of differences in parent rock material, variations in the amount of rainfall, length of wet and dry seasons, type of vegetable cover, and other natural factors. For food items productivity is low. Manufacturing was the most important industrial subsector in Thailand, comprising on average 35 percent of each addition to GDP (incremental GDP), or 70 percent of all industrial value added during the 2000-01 and mid-2011-12. Textile, apparel, and leather firms had the highest share of manufacturing employment, with 25.8 percent in the early 1990s, followed by processed food, beverage, and tobacco firms, which accounted for 19.9 percent.
[26] Furniture and other wood products firms accounted for 15.8 percent of manufacturing employment; minerals, metals, and metal products, 12.6 percent; transportation equipment, 10.5 percent; and other manufacturing firms accounted for the remaining 17.4 percent.
[27] The RCA for machinery & transport equipment, office & telecom equipments, EDP and office equipments, tel. equipments, manufacture, iron & steel, chemicals was above one in Thailand over the years.
Conclusion
BIMSTEC countries are in different phases of economic development. India, with trade cooperation with some of them, in all product categories can be a vital player in the region. While India can export food grains to small and developing countries of BIMTEC, it can import edible and other agricultural products from other BIMSTEC countries. India enjoys advantage in minerals whereas they can import crude oil from BIMSTEC. India had advantage in some manufactured items like chemicals, Iron and Steel, Jems and Jewellery and can export it to many BIMSTEC countries. Thailand has comparative advantage in Electrical and Electronic components and India can import them from Thailand. With regard to Textiles and Clothing there is passionate competition between Bangladesh and India to increase market share. India's average tariff is higher than BIMSTEC countries and reduction of tariffs will have a short term crash on India's exports but can unite in the medium term through productivity gains and efficiency. Also emerging economic structure warrants greater cooperation from India in the regionalization efforts in Asia.
